Sensory and autonomic innervation of the facet joint in the rat lumbar spine.
The presence of sensory and autonomic nerves in the synovial membrane of the lumbar facet joint in rats was investigated by immunohistochemistry. Substance P and calcitonin gene-related peptide immunoreactivities, representing sensory nerves, were observed as varicose fibers in the synoviocyte layer. The fibers were predominantly nonvascular. The autonomic innervation was identified by the presence of neuropeptide Y- and tyrosine hydroxylase-positive fibers. Most of these fibers were found adjacent to or within blood vessel walls. Immunoreactivity to vasoactive intestinal polypeptide was seen in varicose nerve terminals in the synoviocyte layer, mostly unrelated to blood vessels. There is accumulating evidence of an involvement of both the sensory and sympathetic nervous systems in inflammatory joint disease. The neuropeptides now identified in lumbar facet joints may prove to play a significant role in the pathogenesis of low-back pain.